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Abstract 
Designer job routine is to stimulate and produce new-creative ideas that sometimes causes stress and affect work 
performance. This paper aims to identify the causes and effects of workplace stress amongst designers. Questionnaire 
was distributed among 500 designers in Klang Valley. With the response rate of 38% of the samples, findings show 
that they were generally enjoyed their work but sometimes feel stress due to poor planning and job demand, working 
surrounding and relationship among staff. This lead to the effect of bad designs and sometimes gives bad effects to 
the performance of the designers.   
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1. Introduction 
Designers, i.e. Architects and Interior Designers are appointed by client to act in creating and 
conceptualising the building in a form of architectural vision. These include experimenting all alternative 
approaches, creating models, involve with specification documents, laying out simple design for housing 
to designing great corporate buildings. A part from the technical aspect of architectural, designers must 
have understanding on many aspects that involved with consultation, creating work strategies, have a 
knowledge on the buildings codes and others (Bredemeyer & Malan, 2006: Wall, 2011). This multiple 
burden to them and will cause workplace stress. 
One of the most stressful periods of a normal day can be during working hours. Usually, workers 
spend about eight to ten hours at work, five or six days a week, but designers are usually more than 
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normal working hours and they can be stressful. Designers will experience stress when they encounter 
uncooperative people in getting their job done. Moreover, rising deadline pressure and increasing 
challenges in management in modern workplace have led to many employees feeling stress. Sometimes 
stress might be one of the factors to motivate the workers, like a challenge in life. Selye (1976) separates 
stress into distress and eustress. Distress, the stressful event overwhelms the individual's ability to cope, is 
unpleasant, unwanted, and unmanageable. While eustress is the stressful event enhances growth, 
motivation, and development. People need to understand what stress is and how the stress can affect 
them. Stress can come from any situations. According to Deputy Health Minister Datuk Dr. Abdul Latif 
Ahmad (2008), at least 20% of the 27 million people in the country suffer from degree of stress. Stress is 
difficult to define because individuals react to it differently. Furthermore, stressed individuals vary widely 
in the effectiveness of their handling. Pressures can lead to stress at home and workplace. Stress work can 
be a real problem to the organization as well as for the workers. Same situation and different factors can 
happen to designers, burden of works and projects, the long working hours, the catching of deadlines, the 
too many factors of stressors could affect the quality of work of the organization and also life of the 
individuals. All of these combined factors can cause emotional disturbances and can lead into stress. 
Whilst effective application of stress within designers is the prerequisite for the achievement of 
optimum organisations performance, there has been little research undertaken to investigate if have been 
the case. Therefore, this paper presents a research undertaken to identify the causes and effects of 
workplace stress amongst designers. 
2. Workplace Stress 
Stress is a particular relationship between the person and the environment. It appraised by the person 
as taxing or exceeding their resources and endangering their well-being (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The 
Health and Safety Executive defines work related stress as "the adverse reaction people have to excessive 
pressure or other types of demand placed on them" (CIOB, 2006). In addition, an online survey on the 
Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB) 2006 showed that 70% of construction professionals polled felt 
that stress in the construction industry was a factor for poor retention levels. Generally, job stress can be 
defined as physical and emotion response to harmful working conditions including the circumstances in 
which job requirement exceed the capabilities, resources or needs of the worker. Table 1 highlight the 
typical stressors and adaptive behaviours in most organisations. 
Table 1: Adaptive behaviour  
(Source: Cooper, C.L.(1981), Stress Check) 
 
Stressor Adaptive Behaviour 
Overworked Some work delegated 
Not aware of company policy on a particular matter Finds out what policy is 
Poor working relationship with colleague Confront the issue with the colleague and negotiates with better relationship 
Under promotion Leave the organization for another job 
Company vs family demand Takes holiday 
Role ambiguity Seeks clarification with colleagues or superior 
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2.1. Factor causes workplace stress 
  In any job, there are a large number of environmental sources of work stress; the characteristic of the 
work itself, the role of the person and or in organization, career development pressures, the climate and 
structure of the organization, the nature of relationships at work, and the problems associated with the 
interface between the organization and the outside world. Stressor causes stress, for which a person 
bodies were evolutionarily trained were a threat to his safety. In any job, there are a large number of 
environmental sources of work stress; the characteristic of the work itself, the role of the person and or in 
organization, career development pressures, the climate and structure of the organization, the nature of 
relationships at work, and the problems associated with the interface between the organization and the 
outside world (Jerold, 1996).  
Poor work environment which lead to uncomfortable working place may result in stress. For example, 
extreme temperature, loud noise, poor lighting and foul smells. Furthermore, overcrowding, lack of 
privacy and badly designed office equipment are also possible in contributing the stress factor 
(Kornhauser, 1965). Meanwhile, factor of the work itself which, when too many works and having crucial 
deadline can cause stress. Repetitive work has also been described as a form of work stress. Jobs, which 
are risky are often more stressful. French and Caplan (1973) differentiate overload in terms of 
quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative refers to how much work to do while qualitative refers to how 
difficult of the work. Other types of causes are career development and transition problems, poor 
relationship at work.  
Cooper (1981) states that stress occur due to uncertainty and mismatch at work. The stress indicators 
related to role ambiguity were depressed mood, lowered self-esteem, life dissatisfaction, job 
dissatisfaction, low motivation to work, and intention to leave the job. One of the factors of workplace 
and the organization stress is the degree of participation. 
perceptions on the degree of participation in the decision-making process including consultation on the 
issues within organization and their involvement in establishing behavioural rules at work had proven to 
be related to job satisfaction and their self-esteem. Besides, the situation such as uneven distributions of 
workload among the project participants can cause disrespect or distrust among project team members. 
According to CIOB survey (2006), it shows that poor communication in the organization is one of the 
biggest factors that caused work stress. Undoubtedly, uncertain job security and the fear of layoff is also 
an important source of psychological stress for some, especially during times of economic contraction 
(Williams, 2003). It shows that communication, the relationship within workers in the organisation and 
affiliation among project participants are one of the important factors to avoid work stress.  
2.2. Effects of workplace stress 
Workplace stress may give impact to the individual as well as the organization. Stress affects different 
people in different ways. The experience of work stress can cause unusual and dysfunctional behaviour at 
work and contribute to poor physical and mental health. When under stress, people find it difficult to 
maintain unhealthy balance between work and nonwork life. Workplace stress lead to physiological 
effects, illnesses and diseases such as increase coronary heart disease and higher blood pressure (Baker, 
1985), obesity and smoking (Russek & Linda, 1977), hypertension, diabetes, and peptic ulcers (Heaney & 
Ryan, 1990). The early signs of job stress are usually easy to recognize. However, the effects of job stress 
on chronic diseases are more difficult to see because chronic diseases take a long time to develop.  
Other study also found that the psychological effects of work stress are absenteeism and poor job 
performance (Jackson & Schuler, 1985). Stress does not only affect the daily life of individuals, but also 
induces a lack of concern for their colleagues, as well as disrespect, distrust and dislike of those they are 
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working with (Defrank & Cooper 1987; Holt 1993). Some demand is important and without it will affect 
the whole organization in the long run. Problems only occur when there are unreasonable demands with 
unrealistic expectation and failure to materialize these demands will only guarantee lots of frustration and 
making the workers more stressful (Wan Hussin, 2007). 
Too much stress was found to have a negative impact on construction professionals (Leung et al. 2005; 
Jamal 1984), while insufficient stress may also induce boredom and a lack of concentration, initiative, or 
motivation, and can lead to under stimulation (Varhol 2000; Cooper & Marshall 1981; Gmelch, 1982). 
individual i.e., Designers may avoid communicating with people at work or in their private life and 
attitude to work (i.e., low motivation and low commitment at work due to prolonged frustration, and 
frequent grumbling about low accomplishment. Wan Hussin (2007) indicate that fatigue due to stress 
effects in decision making ability and increased errors in making judgment, reduced ability to do complex 
tasks and planning, reduced communication skills, reduced productivity and performance, reduced ability 
to handle stress on the job and others.  
The effect of stress is not only limited to individual behaviours or specific projects. To a certain extent, 
stress can further influence organizational effectiveness. Organizational ineffectiveness simply refers to 
the financial impact on an organization resulting from poor employee performance such as withdrawal 
behaviour in an organisation. The most common forms of withdrawal behaviour are absenteeism from 
project meetings or even leaving the company. Hence, stress influences the interrelationships between 
colleagues, supervisors, and subordinates. This will definitely affects the assigned tasks, performance of 
construction projects and the satisfaction of the construction clients (Wolfgang, 1991). It can conclude 
that high stress will reduce the job and organization performance. Therefore the work stress will have 
direct negative effect on job performance (Oi, 2003). 
3. Research Methodology 
The Questionnaire Survey method is considered as the most appropriate method for collecting the data 
for this paper. A total of 250 questionnaires to each architect and interior design firms were posted. The 
information sought from the respondents is mainly directed towards determining and establishing the 
causes and effects of  The overall target population of this study is 
those who work as a designer in Klang Valley area. A total of 500 questionnaires were sent out to 250 
design-based firms. One firm got 2 sets of questionnaires. These 250 firms were considered as reachable 
population. The targeted firms were mainly located in the Klang Valley area. A total of 190 responses 
were received within the time limits established. This represented a response rate of 38%. 
The questionnaire is divided into 3 sections which are: Section A: Background of the Respondent; to 
obtain the personal background of the respondents, Section B: Causes of Work Stress; to acquire the main 
Section C: Effects of Work Stress; to identify the 
effects of the work stress in his/her professions as a designer.  
4. Research Analysis and Findings 
4.1. Causes of workplace stress 
For the main contributory factor of stress for designers, the results revealed that most of the 
respondents were having a problem at work, of about 56% (106 respondents), rather than 84 respondents 
(44%) said that they were having a problem at home as the main contributory factor of stress. It was 
shown that people felt more stress while they were working compare to staying at home.  
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Majority respondents found the job as designer give them more passion; 58 respondents (31%)
compare to amusing and engaging; 45 respondents (24%) and 44 respondents (23%) respectively. 43
(23%) respondents found that work as designer was difficult. This is because most of the respondents
have 2 to 5 years working experiences and still striving to suit the job given as a designer. Most designer, 
consists of 101 respondents (53%) sometimes feel dissatisfied but generally enjoyed their job and 89
respondents (47%) were completely happy and enjoyed their job. None of the respondents had no interest 
at all about their job and similar to not enjoy the work most of the time. It can be seen that the majority of 
the respondents did enjoy their job in general, as a designer.
106 respondents (56%) stated that the organisation does address mental health in the work place 
compare to 84 respondents (44%) highlighted that the organisation does not address mental health
adequately in the work place. This results indicated that some of the organisation realise how important
mental health of workers to ach
For the cause of problems at works surrounding as shown in Figure 1, most of the respondents; 46
respondents (24%) were strongly agreed that poor ventilation was the main cause of the problem at work
surrounding. 43 respondents (23%) agreed that noise was the cause of the problem at work surrounding.
However, 46 respondents (24%) disagreed with the statement that noise was the cause of the problem.
The results show that the working environment was very important for designers and noise may 
contribute to a higher level of stress. For poor/inadequate lighting, 43 respondents (23%) stated that they 
were moderately agreed that this factor was the cause of the problem at work surrounding. There were
similar percentage of respondents; 41 respondents (23%) were strongly agreed that the excessive heat and 
overcrowding were the cause of problem at work surrounding.
Fig. 1. Cause of the problem at work surrounding
Figure 2 shown that most of the respondents disagree for poor relation with supervisor, poor relation
with workmates and working with the public were the cause problem of stress at work which contribute to
42 respondents (22%), 49 respondents (26%) and 57 respondents (30%) respectively.  However, for
harassment and/or humiliation that contributes to 45 respondents (24%), impersonal treatment which up
to 59 respondents (31%) and lack of communication, consists of 44 respondents (23%) were moderately 
agreed that this type of working relationships may cause a problem at the work place. This will lead to
stress at workplace. Figure 3 highlighted 45 respondents (24%) were strongly agree that poor planning
was the main factor contribute to workplace stress, followed by 52 (27%) respondents agree to lack 
feedback and 50 (26%) respondents moderately agree that bullying was the factors affecting workplace
stress. Majority of the respondents were disagree to the factors of insufficient training and poor relations
with superiors; 45 respondents (24%) that lead to workplace stress.
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Fig. 2. The working relationship that cause problems
Fig. 3. Organisational factors affecting workplace stress
In Figure 4, majority of the respondents that contribute to 40 respondents (21%) were strongly agreed 
that too much work given to them may affect workplace stress, while 49 respondents (26%) agreed that
hours worked given to complete the job and ambitious deadline affect workplace stress. 49 respondents
(26%) were moderately agreed to workplace stress occur when working in isolation. 46 respondents
(24%) were disagreed that too little work affect workplace stress and 44 respondents (23%) strongly 
disagree for the factor of insufficiently skilled for the job given.
Fig. 4. Job demand factors affecting workplace stress
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Fig. 5. Perception on job given
Figure 5 indicated that most respondents; 73 respondents (38%) sometimes feel underpaid by their
organisation. This was due to majority respondents were workers with an experience of between 2 to 5 
years only. However, 62 respondents (33%) stated that they never being undervalued on the job given. 62
respondents (33%) mentioned they often receive appreciation for good work they have done.
4.2. Effects of workplace stress
For the contribution of stress, 102 respondents (54%) stated that they were stress by work given
compare to 88 respondents (46%) said no, and there were slightly different of opinion from respondents
in term of the level of stress does cause harm or not. 92 respondents (48%) stated that level of stress did 
cause harm, whereas 98 respondents (52%) stated otherwise. Majority respondents; 103 respondents
(54%) said yes to staff in stress do effect their organization, 77 respondents (41%) said staff in stress
sometimes affected the organization and only 10 (5%) respondents states not at all.   
Results also shown that the highest percentage of respondents that take time off due to stress was 104
respondents (55%). Only 86 respondents (45%) did not take time off due to stress. For respondents that 
take time off, the longest period they take of about one month; 20 respondents (11%), but most
respondents; 90 (47%) only take a day off due to stress. Respondents who take off for one week
contribute about 65respondents (34%). Figure 6 highlighted the effect of workplace stress on job
performance. It indicated 68 respondents (36%) said that the job performance when workers in stress,
sometimes give bad effects to design/work performance. 62 respondents (33%) said that when workers in
stress, their job performance have no effect at all and about 60 respondents (31%) stated that when they 
were in stress they cannot produce best to design job and working performance getting poor.
Figure 7 showed that most of the respondents did have symptom of stress. The highest was continual
tiredness; 104 respondents (55%) followed by sleeplessness; 102 respondents (54%), frequently 
headache; 101 respondents (53%), depression; 90 respondents (47%), anxiety; 87 respondents (46%) and 
indigestion; 85 respondents (45%). However, there were minor differences for respondents who said they 
do not have symptom of stress. For frequently headache, depression, anxiety, sleeplessness, continual
tiredness and indigestion, the percentage consists of 89 respondents (47%), 100 respondents (53%), 103
respondents (54%), 88 respondents (46%), 86 respondents (45%) and 105 respondents (55%)
respectively. This was due to the different workers have different symptom of stress, for example, they 
may have only three out of six symptom listed. For under stress behavioural, Figure 8 indicated majority 
respondents; 50 respondents (26%) strongly agree that when they were under stress, they feel very tired.
54 respondents (28%) agreed that they cannot sleep when they were under stress. There were two 
different perceptions for job burnout where 55 respondents (29%) said moderately agreed and 44
respondents (23%) were disagreeing. 44 respondents (23%) disagree that when they were in stress, there
were an increase in job tension.
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Fig. 6. Job performance when workers in stress
Fig. 7. Symptom of stress
Fig. 8. Under stress behavioural
5. Conclusion
Stress is often regarded as a subjective feeling of individuals, in which the demands of work or life
exceed the belief of the individual in his or her capacity to cope. Work stress can come from a variety of 
sources and affect people in different ways. One of the causes of work stress is the organization does not
address mental health issue adequately. Facilities in the organization i.e. lighting, ventilation, etc., and 
working environment i.e. harassment and/or humiliation, impersonal treatment and lack of 
communication also cause a problem at the work place. Another cause of stress comes from the
organisational activities such as poor in planning, lack of feedback and bullying. Job demand also will
increase stress in the workplace, for example, too much work given to staff at the same time and 
ambitious deadline. Most of the designers feel that the level of stress does cause harm to them and if the 
staffs is in stress, they will affect the overall organisation. The effect of stress to designers is more on
their job performance. They tend to give bad effects to design (cannot produce good design) and 
sometimes the working performance is getting poor. All designer do have symptom of stress such as
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continual tiredness, frequently headache, depression, etc. which later lead to under stress behavioural, for 
example, angry, feel very tired, job burnout and others. Workers who are stressed are also more likely to 
be unhealthy, poorly motivated, less productive and less safe at work. Their organizations are less likely 
to be successful in a competitive market. Pressures can bring about stress at home and at work. Employers 
cannot usually protect workers from stress arising outside of work, but they can protect them from stress 
that arises through work. Stress work can be real problem to the organization as well as for its workers. 
Good management and good work organization are the best forms of stress prevention. If employees are 
already stress, their managers should be aware of it and know how to help.  
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